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UM BRINGS MASTER’S DEGREE PROGRAM TO FLATHEAD VALLEY
MISSOULA—
Seventeen Flathead Valley residents are poised to meet a critical need for area students
thanks to The University of Montana’s first off-campus master’s degree program in school
counseling.
“The program is designed to reach people who have family and job obligations that keep
them from attending classes at the University,” said Darrell Stolle, academic coordinator of UM’s
Department of Educational Leadership and Counseling.
Stolle and Sharon Alexander, UM’s dean of Continuing Education, worked with Flathead
Valley Community College to bring the groundbreaking program to Kalispell. Students must meet
UM’s admission requirements for graduate studies. The program uses the cohort model of
learning, which is based on admission of students who are committed to complete the course
requirements as a group.
“There’s great strength in the cohort model,” Alexander said. “It really brings people
together and leaves an extremely valuable network in the community when the program is over.”
The estimated time to complete the master’s degree program in school counseling is three
years. This year’s graduating class began their studies in the spring of 1999 and received their
degrees this summer. They attended classes six weekends per semester on Friday nights and
Saturdays. Students said they also spent “lots of time” between class sessions reading, writing
papers and completing internship hours.
“Sometimes there’s the perception that off-campus programs are secondary, not as
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strenuous, not as quality-driven as on-campus programs,” Stolle said. “Our situation didn’t
support this perception. The off-campus program was as strenuous, as rigorous as our on-campus
program. The students were as fully engaged with the course work as on-campus students.”
Stolle and fellow program instructors, UM professors Catherine Jenni and Rita SommersFlanagan, present a model of school counseling where the counselor becomes more than an
ancillary service provider. The goal is for schools to have counselors with programs that are
integral to educational missions, Stolle said.
“Research shows that one out of five students in this country are anticipated to have some
kind of mental or emotional problem that will interfere with their learning,” he said. “In terms of
the group that we just graduated, we’ve got 17 people who are highly trained now to work with
the students on a range of emotional, behavioral and academic concerns —anything from severe
adolescent depression and teen substance abuse to motivation and academic achievement.”
“The program is not limited to school counselors or those who want to become school
counselors,” Alexander said.
The current graduating class includes teachers who have been frustrated with not being
able to address the emotional needs of their students. One teacher who completed the program
said she now has a better understanding of what she can do if she has a supportive system.
Alexander would like to see more teachers in the program, as well as school health professionals.
For information about this fall’s Flathead Valley graduate degree program in school
counseling, call Mary Jones at UM ’s Continuing Education External Degree Program, (406) 2436431, or e-mail her at mjones@selway.umt.edu. An overview of UM ’s external degree programs
*

is available on the web at www.umt.edu/ccesp/extemal.
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